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What is ‘Social License to Operate’?
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An unwritten social contract between the public/society and an industry/organisation

Many industries - and sports - seeking to protect and strengthen their social licence 

Issues in sport include sustainability, integrity, safety, doping, etc.

Equestrian sport is unique – more vulnerable to negative public opinion - because it 
involves use of an animal 



How does Social License to Operate work?  
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Social License plays a significant role in 
which industries thrive, and which ones fail 

Berger 2011



Why now? Rising concerns about use of horses in sport
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Photo: Horse and Hound magazine



Why now? 
Increase in research publications related to equine welfare
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Why now? – society engaging more
Increasing influence of Social Media

Social media communications has changed the world.
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Different forms of Social 
Media 

Influence can be positive or negative 



Why now? Documented rise in public concerns
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(World Horse Welfare Survey (YouGov research conducted in UK 20-22 May, 2022)

FIGURE 1 - Do you think there is 
support in Dutch society for 
equestrian sport in the 
Netherlands?

A lot of support

Some Support

Not sure/don’t know

No support

Absolutely no support

51% of the respondents 
against the use of tack, 
such as whips and spurs. 
Only 9% support their 
use 

(Stichting HIP, Hippische Monitor 2022)

Figure 2

Figure 3



What we should realize.
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• All equestrian sports increasingly coming under the spotlight

• Society does not distinguish between different equestrian sports 

• Society does not recognise a difference between FEI and non-FEI 
regulated sports

• In some cases the public don’t distinguish between species (all animals 
used in sport or entertainment) 

• The Public may prioritise emotion over evidence in deciding to grant 
social license or not. 



Why is Social License relevant to FEI Stakeholders?
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Risk to social licence – with negative consequences

Bans on national 
hunt racing 
(Australia)

Government 
regulation of 
racing (USA) 

Loss of 
equestrianism in 

Modern 
Pentathlon 

Interest of the French 
National Assembly in 
equine welfare at the 
upcoming 2024 Paris 

Olympics

Regular calls to 
IOC to ban 

equestrian sports 
from Olympics

Welfare concerns among equestrians inside and outside the FEI 

Increasing public unease about the use of horses in sport

Changing societal attitudes regarding animal use



Why did the FEI establish the Commission?
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To ensure FEI sports have a strong future

(Ingmar De Vos President FEI). 

‘Equestrian sport and the FEI’s activities are more than 
ever under public scrutiny and through the Commission 
we want to embrace that scrutiny to drive change and 

shine the spotlight on our number one stakeholder – the 
horse’ 



The Commission members – ‘Critical Friends’
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Nat Waran (Chair) Kathalijne Visser Camie Heleski Jessica Stark Madeleine Campbell 

Cayetano Martínex de Irujo Ken Lalo Theo Ploegmakers Cesar Hirsch Sabrina Ibáñez

External

Internal



The Commission’s role
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The FEI receives recommendations and advice from the Commission, and decides on 
the course of action (if any) to address the recommendations.

Provide recommendations to address issues of SLO to the FEI Board for their 
consideration. 

Develop a strategic approach to help guide decision making within the FEI in relation 
to Equine Ethics and Wellbeing. 

To provide independent objective advice regarding equine ethics and wellbeing to the 
FEI Board. 



Social License – What do we know?
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Two Surveys to understand the 
viewpoints of public and equestrians 
inside and outside the FEI 

•Survey among Equestrian 
community (almost 28,000 
respondents)

•Survey among Public (over 14,000 
respondents)
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Public Survey: The Public respondents –
where do they reside?

UK The Netherlands

Spain

France

Germany

Switzerland

Chile

Australia

USA

South Africa

Brazil

Poland

Sweden

UAE

Respondents 
from 14 
countries 
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The public respondents – who are they? 

14,000 respondents 



Is the Iceberg melting? – public perception

16 33% 67%



17

Public perception – welfare standards
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The Equestrian survey - Respondents Where 
do they reside?

Respondents from 
116 countries 
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The equestrian survey respondents – who are they? 

27,710 
respondents  
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• Non FEI 
Equestrians 

• Event and Rider 
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• Equine Welfare 
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Public with no 
investment or 
history with 
horses 

Who are the respondents? 
Three ‘Stakeholder Groups’ within which there are a variety of views

Equestrian Community 



How concerned are the Public?
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Public perception: equestrian uses
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Public perception: Carriage-Driving

23 68% 32%
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What were the main Concerns of the public ? 



Equestrians: who is concerned?
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Equestrian stakeholders feel welfare standard need 
improving.
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What are Equestrian stakeholders concerned about?  
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What did you tell us? 



6 priority areas of focus

29



Equine Industry Welfare Strategies 
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Construction of the FEI Equine Ethics and 
Wellbeing Strategy
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Overarching Equine Ethics and Wellbeing Strategy– How

‘Road Map’ detailing Objectives, Outcomes and Timelines –
What, When and Who

‘Dashboard’ to measure and monitor progress against 
deliverables in the Roadmap - Progress



Strategic Objectives
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EEWB Commission Timelines
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GA (South Africa) 2022 

Sports Forum (Lausanne) April 2023

General Assembly (Mexico) 2023



Basis for Commission Recommendations

Public and Equestrian Survey Results

External related information – External reports, information from animal welfare 
organisations, independent survey results

Research evidence  - Reviewing research publications related to equine wellbeing and 
ethics. Identifying gaps in knowledge, making recommendations for where research in 
needed. 

Consultation with Equine Stakeholder and Equine welfare experts (FEI and non-FEI) 
–consultation regarding specific concerns and potential solutions with different 
groups involved with equine welfare and use of horse in sport 

EEWB Advisory/Working Groups –Scientific Advisory Grp, Education Working Grp, 
Legal Working Grp, Communication Working Grp.
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Method example: gather SLO information 
from surveys
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Use of Research Evidence
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Other Early Recommendations

Tack and Equipment – 3 recommendations
• Double bridles should not be mandatory

• Spurs should not be mandatory

• Nosebands should not be tight – A uniform method of measurement including an 
agreed definition of ‘too tight’, should be used based on the available science.

Regulation – 1 recommendation
• Include in the FEI General Regulations a rule to apply consistently to all Disciplines to 

allow elimination on horse welfare grounds

Others – 2 recommendations
• Establish an Education Focus Group to review existing modules in FEI Campus and 

propose new ones

• Establish a Research Fund to address gaps in current knowledge regarding Equine 
Welfare
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Changes are needed
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How do the public feel about the future of the 
involvement of horses in sport?
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Impact of media coverage on Public
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What about the Equestrian stakeholders?
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Impact of media coverage on Equestrians
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What can help improve Social License? - Public
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A Different Lens: Within Equestrians – is there 
a difference?
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A Different Lens: Within Equestrians – is there 
a difference?
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Adoption and 

Integration 

Ownership

Stage 1

Satisfaction with 

Status Quo

Stage 2

Denial, 

Frustration  

and 

Resistance

Stage 3

Exploration and 

Acceptance

Stage 4 Revision 

and Commitment

Everything is fine. 
We don’t need to 

change

There’s nothing 
wrong, its not 
relevant to us. 

Can we make this 
work?

How can we make 
this work? 

We are 
satisfied/happy 
with how this 

works 

Gather Relevant 

SLO Information 

Communicate to 

support 

Understanding 

Recommend 

Direction of 

Change

Provide Support 

and Advice 

Monitor and 

Review Progress

Ethics and 
Wellbeing 
Commission 

What does this mean? 



Everyone involved in equestrian sports needs to:
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Not only optimise 
and prioritise 

equine welfare 
because it is the 

‘right thing to do’, 
but also to be 

seen to be doing 
so.

Understand their 
responsibility –
and the impact of 

their actions/words 
and use of images

Ensure that they 
actively engage 
with and address 
concerns related 
to Social Licence



More information - Commission Website 
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equinewellbeing.fei.org
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Questions for the Equestrian Driving 
community

1. What are the main areas of risk for your discipline in terms of 
SLO?

2. What do you feel are issues that might negatively impact horse 
wellbeing in your discipline? 

3. What do you want to do within your discipline to help to maintain 
SLO for the whole equestrian sport?
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Thank you


